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IS THERE A SINGLE RULE OF LIFE
FOR THESE TIMES
DR. JOHN HAYNES HOLMES

I am to speak to you this morning on the specific question as to
whether there is any single rule of life which can be followed in these
times. Can we gather up our precepts and practices, and condense them
· all into one inclusive statement of the moral law? And by way of introduction, I would remind you that men have always been seeking some
such principle as this. In all places and all ages, they have wanted some
kind of perfect Wisdom which they can follow.
I think at once of Lao-tse, the Chinese sage of the seventh century
B.C., the great contemporary and rival of Confucius. This distinguished
teacher was always trying to find the meaning of what he called the
Tao. This was supposed to contain the essence of all knowledge and all
wisdom. At various times it seemed to represent the central principle of
life, the eternal laws of the cosmos, the summation of all truth and
good, the way of life, the moral law, the fundamental rule of conduct,
the be-all and end-all of existence. Here was a kind of combination
of ethics and metaphysics, from which Lao-tse sought to disentangle the
one permanent and perfect reality of the spirit. He never really succeeded-yet all his life he searched for the formula which would clarify
the significance of Tao. His intention rather than his achievement was
his glory.
Another seeker in this field was Buddha. But the best that he
could do was to reduce all teaching to what he called the "Noble EightFold Path." This moral constitution, if I may call it such, is one of
the most exalted utterances that ever fell from human lips, but it is not
the single rule of life which we are seeking. Rather does it remind us
of the separate propositions contained in the Ten Commandments of the
Jews. This is an analysis rather than a formula , and far removed,
therefore, from our quest.
Better fortune meets us when we turn to the immortal prophets of
I srael. Their great achievement was the condensation of the vast body
of Jewish law into the single commandment, "Thou shalt love the Lord
thy God with all thy mind and heart and soul and strength, and th y
neighbor as thyself." This was taken over by Jesus, who was nothing
if not a Jewish teacher, or rabbi, and used effectively by him in the
famous episode of the lawyer who stood up and tried to tempt him with
the question as to what he should do "to inherit eternal life." Jesus referred his questioner to the law-"how readest thou?" And the lawyer
answered him by quoting this epitome of the law, and was promptly told
that he had "answered right." "This do," said Jesus, "and thou shalt
live."
The greatest single achievement of the Jewish prophets is credited
to Micah, under whose name in the Old Testament appears the most
famous definition of religion as a code of conduct that we possess. You
remember the passage which I read to you this morning-"What doth th e
Lord require of thee, but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk
humbly with thy God."
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The mere mention of this formula of the law brings to mind the
memory of the controversy in which it became involved a half-century
ago. It was at the time of the designing and building of the Congressional
Library, of which the chief feature is the great circular reading room at
the center of the structure. This reading room was to be adorned with
a series of statues symbolic of certain distinctive areas of culture in the
life of man, such as literature, law, music, art, government, and religion.
With each statue was to be placed some familiar quotation, to define and
illumine the significance of the theme. President Eliot, of Harvard, as
I seem to remember, was selected to choose the quotations in question, and
for religion he of course appointed the words of Micah. This led to
controversy which turned upon the complaint that Micah was a Jewish
prophet, and that his words, however noble, had no Christian significance,
and America was a Christian country, etc., etc. President Eliot was
much disturbed-he had no sympathy with this narrow and intolerant
interpretation of religion! But his judgment was over-ruled, and a quotation, I think from one of the epistles of St. Paul, in any case safely in
the New Testament, was inscribed upon the walls. But the statement of
Micah still stands as the incomparable presentation, in a single sentence,
of the meaning of the religious life as applied to the universal experience
of man.
One wonders, in remembering this story, why the Golden Rule was
not selected-"All things whatsoever ye would that men should do to
you, do ye even unto them, for this is the law and the prophets." Perhaps
it was because the Golden Rule, while found in the Christian scriptures,
is by no means unique to Christianity. I have in my library a little book,
"The Fellowship of Faiths", by Alfred W. Martin, late leader of the
Ethical Society in this city, which shows that the Golden Rule, in one
form or another, appears in the teachings of no less than nine of the
great religions of the world. These nine are Hinduism, Mohammedanism,
Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, the Chinese, the Grecian, The Roman, the
Jewish, and the Christian. So one does not have to be converted to find
the truth that lies at the heart of every faith! In any case, the Golden
Rule is one of the wisest, as well as famous, of the single rules of life
which we are seeking.
This brings us to modern times, and to one of the greatest of all
philosophers and thinkers. I refer to Immanuel Kant, unquestionably
the greatest mind since Aristotle. His birthplace and burial place, Koenigsburg in East Prussia, is one of earth's most sacred shrines. It is
pathetic to recall, though it has nothing particularly to do with this sermon, that this city, in which Kant spent all his life, is no longer in Germany, but is a part now of Soviet Russia, and therefore inaccessible. Not
that it matters very much, when Kant has long since become the treasured
possession of mankind. The man who never, in all his life, went more
than forty miles from Koenigsburg, has long since gone out, in fame
and influence, to all the ends of the earth. But I count it tragic none
the less that this free-minded seeker after truth, this untiring advocate
of peace, should now be lying in the tender care of the Soviets.
Well, it was this Immanuel Kant, most fittingly described perhaps as
the Plato of his time, who attempted to distill his wisdom into practical
rules of life. I like particularly his saying, "Seek happiness for others,

and for ourselves perfection." This is just the opposite of the usual
maxim of morality, which would have us busy imposing "perfection" upon
other people, and therewith gaining "happiness" for ourselves. But just
in this fact lies the value of this law.
Much more notable is what Kant called his Categorical Imperative
-"So act that your · conduct may be capable of becoming the universal
law of all rational beings." Act, in other words, as you would have all
other men act. It is the universality of this rule which makes it so sure
a guide through the tangled ways of life. It is amazing how many
problems it seems to solve - how, again and again, it seems to take on
a kind of infallibility. For example:
We are much concerned these days with the conditions of New York
as one of the dirtiest cities in the world. If we ask the reason, we
straightway find it in the people. If New York is one of the dirtiest
cities in the world, it is only because the people are one of the dirtiest
peoples in the world. A man receives a letter, and reads it as he walks
along the street. Then when he has finished, he carefully tears up envelope and paper, and tosses the pieces to the winds. Suppose, now, that
everybody followed this man's action as an example! Why, the skies
would be filled with a storm of litter, which would bury us as not even the
severest snowstorm has ever done. One careless act would thus become,
on the basis of universal law, a catastrophe. As it is, it has made our
city a model of indecency and dirt. If ever it is to be cleaned, it must
be by each one of us doing what he would have all others do-namely,
keep their litter to themselves.
On this same principle, Kant's rule goes far toward answering some
of our most difficult ethical problems. Lying, for example! Is it ever
right to tell a lie? We argue rather leniently on this point, conceding that
there are times and places when an innocent lie may be very helpful,
and perhaps benefit large numbers of people. But suppose everybody
took our practice as an example. Suppose everybody began to lie whenever such conduct seemed to serve a worthy purpose. How long would
society hold together? What would become of a world which functions
predominant! y on the basis of truth and honor? We find the answer to
such questions in the international field where nothing is done for the
reason that everybody assumes that everybody else is lying to his own
advantage. Anarchy is the immediate and utterly disastrous consequence
of the perpetual suspicion of deceit. Only as we set a standard of honor,
and ourselves tell rigorously the truth because we would have others do
the same, can we have that order, founded on basic trust, which can alone
bring us peace on earth.
In still another application of this Kantian law of universality,
lies the answer to so pitiful an ill as suicide. We shrink from discussing
this phenomenon, it is so pathetic and trag ic. We hesitate even to declare
that a man commits suicide usually for the obvious reason that he is too
weak to stand the rigors of human living . But the whole situation is
eased when we remember the Categorical Imperative-that we should
so act that our conduct could become a universal law. .Suppose everybody
began to commit suicide in imitation of our example. Suppose a few
persons did consistently what we have done impulsively. This would be
a repudiation of life-a consignment of mankind to death. Just to follow
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through the logical consequences of suicide, to see that what we do is
a persuasion of suicide to others, is to find that suicide is wrong. Only
as a bid for the universal extinction of the race can it be understood and
unreservedly condemned.
The same is true of war. What wonder that the great thinker who
gave us this Categorical Imperative of universal action was all his life
one of the most consistent pacifists of history. For what is the occasion
and cause of war but the consent of all men to take up arms when the
challenge comes to fight in defense of one's country, or on behalf of
some more or less sentimental idea of honor and the right? What we
have today is a universal willingness to destroy and kill. Few men enlist, or are conscripted, who are not sustained, more or less unconsciously,
by the thought that what they are doing is an example for all mankind.
The Kantian formula, in other words, is applied in support of arms,
that the world, by sheer force of personal example, may become an armed
camp. But suppose this formula were applied on the other side ! Suppose that the non-resistant offered his refusal to fight as an example to
all his fellow-men. Then war would cease for mere lack of men to
carry on its hideous work of death. In any case, the lonely pacifist, refusing to fight, may find assurance in the thought that if all men did
what he was doing, there would be no war. The universal law of Kant,
his Categorical Imperative, is the one sure and immediate way of finding
peace.
This brings me to my own contribution to this theme. For I also
have a single rule of life to commend to you. It is to act always as
t/iough the best and not the worst were true. Let me give you some examples of what I mean:
An amusing instance is that of the visit of Molotov to England in the
days when Winston Churchill was Prime Minister and received the Russian visitor in his official suburban residence at Chequers. Mr. Churchill
tells the story in his latest book, "The Hinge of Fate." It runs as follows:
"The inveterate suspicion with which the Russians regarded foreigners
was shown by some remarkable incidents during Molotov's stay at
Chequers. On arrival they had asked at once for keys to all the bedrooms. These were provided with some difficulty and thereafter our
guests always kept their doors locked. When the staff at Chequers succeeded in getting in to make the beds, they were disturbed to find pistols
under the pillows. The three chief members of the mission were attended
not only by their own police officers, but by two women who looked after
their clothes and tidied their rooms. When the Soviet envoys were absent
in London these women kept constant guard over their masters' rooms,
only coming down one at a time for their meals.
"Extraordinary precautions were taken for Molotov's personal safety.
His room had been thoroughly se~rched by his police officers, every cubboard and piece of furniture and the walls and floors being meticulously
examined by practised eyes. The bed was the object of particular attention; the mattresses were all prodded in case of infernal machines, and
the sheets and blankets were rearranged by the Russians so as to leave
an opening in the middle of the bed out of which the occupant could spring
at a moment's notice, instead of being tucked in. At night a revolver
was laid out beside his dressing gown and his dispatch case."

It is obvious that Molotov in this instance was looking for the worst
and not the best. Is it any wonder that his mission was unhappy and
sterile of results? On a visit to this country at about the same time,
the Russian statesman acted in precisely the same way. The hilarious
experience is described with fine effect by Mrs. Roosevelt in the second
volume of her autobiography, "This I Remember." How much better,
in a case of this kind, to have faith in one's host, and thus take him
for the best and not the worst! Winston Churchill had the right idea
when he went to Russia and did this very thing! "It is always right,
especially in time of war," he writes, "to take precautions against danger,
but every effort should be made to measure its reality . . . For myself,"
he continues, "when I visited Moscow, I put complete trust in Russian
hospitality."
Another example of the best versus the worst I find in a newspaper
column conducted in the World-Telegram by Mr. Robert Ruark. He
is discussing the atom bomb, and deprecating the fear that it is inspiring.
In language not quite as elegant as it is effective, he says, "Already I
know people who are selling properties near what they believe to be probable atomic targets, such as New York and Washington, with some nebulous idea of finding safety in the sticks. Already I know people who
have conceded that life is over and that it is just a matter of minutes
before the world becomes a smoking slag heap. But until such time as
I get hit on the head by catastrophe, I expect to predicate my life on the expectancy of living a minimum of a hundred years. If they hit me they
hit me, but if they miss me, I am way ahead of the guy who has spent his
days cowering in a mental foxhole.
"I live on the top floor of a high building in the middle of New
York City, and I aim to stay right up there in my roost. It's a fine
target, but I'm betting that if they aim at me they will overshoot or undershoot and scrag some scared civilian who has tried to beat the game by'
moving to Red Bank, N. J., or to a cave in the Catskills.
"One thing I learned in the last war is that you cannot hide, and
I don't intend to dedicate my paltry years to running from threats which
may not materialize-and which, if they do, may well be far beyond any
single man's control. To shape a life around fear is an awful thing.
It warps your living out of kilter, and if expected disaster fails to come
true, then all the life has been twisted and the cringing wasted."
I take still another example of my theme, from the life of Gandhi.
Early in his career he became greatly troubled over the plight of the
Untouchables in his country. Here at the very bottom of the social scale,
segregated in an outlawry which allowed of no personal contacts with their
fellow-Indians, were some sixty millions of men, women and children.
These pariahs were Untouchables in the literal sense of the word. They
could enter no home or temple, do no work save the menial labor of the
community, wear a bell or utter a cry to give warning of their coming,
that not even their shadow should fall upon the passerby. Their very
presence was a contamination, their lives a continuing agony of abuse and
shame. To emancipate these helpless people was a charge laid upon
every conscience. Gandhi was among the first to feel it. But what could
he do to overcome the inertia of centuries of time and millions of population? He found the answer to that que5tion in his resolve to take the
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Unto~chables at their best as human beings rather than at their worst
as social lepers. The Mahatma went forth into life to treat these myriads
of tortured slaves exactly as he would treat the hi~hest in the land. There
would be no distinction in his heart as between Brahmins and Untouchables. A ct always as thougli the best and not the worst were true. This
principle he carried out to the very limit when, at the height of his career
he adopted into his family a little orphan girl whose father and mothe;
h~d both been Untouchables. Than this he could go no farther. Nor
did he need to go farther! For to treat all men as brothers is to exalt
their best and noblest qualities, and to establish forthwith the rule of
brotherhood upon the earth.
This is the single rule of life which I would commend to your acceptance. If it needs substantiation in your minds as something more
than mere sentimentality, I find it abundantly and convincingly in what
this rule may accomplish among men.
. Thus, it establishes now, within the area of our own hearts that
kmgdom of the spirit which we are forever seeking. It may well 'seem,
as we survey our task, that the world is obviously too much for us. What
can we do to reach humanity and persuade the great masses of mankind to
trust one a~other on the assumption, or in the faith, that the best and not
the worst 1s true? Such an undertaking seems formidable if not impossible. But we always have our own hearts close at hand ~nd these we
can dedicate to the kingdom, and thus, within the limits of ~ur lives make
this kingdom real, and not a dream. It may seem like an island \n the
sea, or an oasis in the desert, or a candle in the night. But as far as it
goes, it is the kingdom, and the world not wholly lost. That much we
can do---namely, take the one part of the cosmos which we control our
own live~, an~ II;ake them, here and now, the abode of peace. This :nuch
at lea_st hes w1thm our power-to redeem our lives, while all else may fall
to rum. The best is not lost while there remains one soul which seeks
the light. This is what Jesus must have meant when he declared "the
kingdom of God is within you."
'
.
Sec_ond_ly, this single rule of life, if it be practised, helps on itself
the realization of the best. We establish the kingdom in our hearts and
~traightway we see it grow, and step by step overcome the world. 'This
1s what was meant by William James, the great psychologist of Harvard
when he insisted that "faith in a fact helps to create the fact." This i~
the essence of his pragmatic philosophy-that man has within himself
the power to produce what he desires. Like God himself, he is a creative
agency. He can make the world after his own likeness. If he has faith
in the best, then his faith helps to make the best, and not the worst come
tr1:1e. And, v~ce versa, if a man has faith only in the worst, th;n this
faith tends of itself to break down the best, and establish the worst. We
are creators of our own destiny. Our faith makes real the world of our
desire. When this is true, said James, "it is something less than logical
to disbelieve."
Lastly, this rule of life, that we act always as though the best and
not the worst were true, tends to lift and sustain us on a higher level of
tho~ght and action than we could otherwise attain. The whole tendency
of h~e, for some s~range reason, is downward and not up. Left alone
by himself, or lost m a crowd, man will almost invariably seek the lowest

rather than the highest common denominator. This is a kind of spiritual
gravitation-downward to the earth rather than upward to the stars!
But here now is a principle which moves deliberately upward instead of
down. To believe in the best, in contrast to the worst, is of itself to
climb to the higher rather than the lower levels of existence. We are made
better by our faith, and thus to rise above ourselves.
I think, in this connction, of the great story of George Washington
as President of the Federal Convention which wrote out American Constitution. This Convention met at Philadelphia in 1787, four years
after the close of the Revolutionary War. It had hardly gotten und_er
way, when its members discovered enormous difficulties in the path of
their performance. They knew repeated disappointments, and again
and again gave way to discouragement if not despair. It was on one of
these occasions, when the members were sitting in their places, not knowing what to do, when George Washington "suddenly interposed with a
brief but immortal speech which," writes John Fiske, in his "Critical
Period of American History," "ought to be blazoned in letters of gold,,
and posted on the wall of every American assembly that shall meet to
nominate a candidate, or declare a policy, or pass a law, so long as the
weakness of human nature shall endure." Rising from his chair, and
drawing himself upward to his full height, Washington said, in solemn
tones:
"It is too probable that no plan we propose will be adopted. Perhaps
another dreadful conflict is to be sustained. If, to please the people, we
offer what we ourselves disapprove, how can we afterward defend our
work? Let us raise a standard to which the wise and the honest can repair; the event is in the hands of God."
Such is the high point of my discourse. Act as though the best, and
not the worst, were true. Then shall the best, if not true, become true,
and the world in its agony, be saved.

"CHARACTER AND CULTURE"
Address by PAUL H. DouGLAs,
United States Senator from Illinois
In one of his conversations with Eckermann, Goethe remarked that
"Culture is developed in solitude; character in the stream of events." In
this fusion of apparent opposites is to be found, I believe, the key to
harmonious and useful living.

I
Goethe properly insisted that we Jom culture and character. They
have been too often separated. Some of us can remember the fin de siecle
writers and artists who, taking their inspiration from Walter Pater, and
perhaps also from the Pre-Raphaelites, advanced the theory that art
should not concern itself with life but should instead be developed by and
for its own sake. This spirit expressed itself in England in the writings
of Oscar Wilde, the poems of Ernest Dowson, and the drawings of Aubry
Beardsley. At the same time in France, Toulouse-Lautrec was painting

Jr. This is a kind of spiritual
!r than upward to the stars I
leliberately upward instead of
t to the worst, is of itself to
·els of existence. We are made
ourselves.
t story of George W_ashington
hich wrote our American Conadelphia in 1787, four years
It had hardly gotten und_er
ous difficulties in the path of
l disappointments, and again
not despair. It was on one of
tting in their places, not k_nown "suddenly interposed with a
; John Fiske, in his "Critical
be blazoned in letters of gold,
m assembly that shall meet to
, or pass a law, s? long_ as the
, Rising from his chair, and
tt, w ashington said, in solemn
)pose will be adopted. Perhaps
d. If, to please the people, we
can we afterward defend our
the wise and the honest can re.e. Act as though the best, and
best, if not true, become true,

I

CULTURE"
DOUGLAS,

from Illinois

kermann Goethe remarked that
:er in the, stream of events. " I n
>e found, I believe, the key to

in culture and character. ~?ey
:s can remember the fin de siecle
,iration from Walter Pater, and
advanced the theory that art
,uld instead be developed br _and
tself in England in the writmgs
,son and the drawings of Aubry
,, T~ulouse-Lautrec was painting

the demi-mondaines of Paris while the poetry of Paul Verlaine and the
novels of Turgenief were the rage.
These were the men who set the fashion which was copied by those
of lesser abilitifs. In this country, young men of means, uncertain of
themselves and distrustful of the vigor and crudities of a new continent,
withdrew from life and made the isolated pursuit of a derivative culture
their goal. To them, the expatriate painters, Sargent and Whistler, the
devitalized Henry James, ~nd the roco 7co architect ~ta?ford White, were
the models which all cultivated Americans should imitate.
Now there was something pretentious and false about even the culture
of these gentry. It was not deeply rooted in earlier learning or emotion
since these were qualities which were respectively too austere and too
compelling for timid men. They concerned themselves therefore with
more trivial subjects and laid their emphasis upon self-conscious techniques rather than upon subject-matter or theme. The classic expose
of this pretentious much ado about nothing was expressed early by the inimitable W. S. Gilbert in Patience which should have laughed Bunthornism
out of existence and have deterred the men and women of that generation
from "uttering platitudes in stained-glass attitudes". But unfortunately
it failed and tens of thousands of the leisured class in Western Europe
and America succumbed to the enervating influence of the pursuit of
culture for its own sake.
It is surely worthy of note that the lives of nearly all of the leaders
of this movement ended in personal disaster and disgrace. Their lives
were not founded upon the rock of character and self-sacrifice. They
were instead stagnant pools of inaction not purified by wholesome participation in the. stream of events._ The r_esult was that they drif~ed
inevitably into drmk, drugs, adultenes, and m many cases homosexuality .
This could have been detected from the style and subject matter of their
works. Their sins could not be kept secret for long but became public
and the houses of their lives, built as they were upon sand, collapsed.
The picture of Oscar Wilde, puffed and swollen and with rotting teeth,
ending his days in a sordid pension on the left bank of the -Seine and
still furtively engaging in homosexuality with Lord Alfred Douglas
showed in horrible form the evil end to which such lives must inevitably
come even more graphically than had his own Picture of Dorian Gra,,y,
and ~ century and a half before, Hogarth's series on The Rakes Progress.
After the first World War, another attempt to achieve culture
divorced from character was made by the self-styled intellectuals of the
Western World. Bloomsbury in London, the left bank of Paris, Greenwich
Village in New York and their host of lesser counterparts were filled
with young men and women who, in the name of art, were attempting
to escape from moral_ity. I~ painting, the School of. Paris and the. abstractionists with their doctrme that art must be stripped of meanmg,
dominated the scene. Proust, D. H. Lawrence, and Aldous Huxley w_ere
the prevailing literary gods, while Noel Coward came to be the leadmg
dramatist. The first of these writers spent his great talents in trying to
recapture the spirit of a society which, one discovered with increasing
horror was largely peopled by perverts while the remaining three exalted
exual' promiscuity. Another exodus from America took place of those
:ho allegedly found American life to be too "coarse" and who settled down

on the left bank to lead the so-called larger life. I well remember an
evening in the late twenties which I spent in Paris with the leader of
this group of expatriates who had earlier edited a scathing book to prove
it was impossible to lead a cultivated life in these United States. The
gentleman was groggy from a prolonged drinking bout, one eye was
closed as the result of a fight over a lady, his face was swollen and unshaved, and his mouth would have made a dentist weep. This exponent
of the arts was practicing his profession by reporting the horse-races at
Longchamps for the Paris edition of the New York Herald and his conversation showed less wit than is common in one of our West Side
saloons in Chicago. Nor was it merely the private lives of this generation
which were lost. When the hour of trial came and the Nazis broke into
France, these men were not defenders of freedom. Instead most of the
members of ·the School of Paris and the international set became collaborationists, and so the evils of another generation festered in dark alleys
and in the stagnant pools of life.
Now after a second World War, there are signs that members of a
still third generation are about to separate themselves from the stream
of life and seek satisfaction in a pursuit of the senses disguised as culture.
It may perhaps be legitimately objected that thus far, I have painted
far too lurid a picture. Those who pursue culture exclusively do not in
the main use it as a mere cloak for vicious living. There are instead
a host of scholars and aesthetes who seek culture in a discriminating
manner which separates them sharply from the tosspots of Montparnasse.
Such are men of the stamp of Henry Adams, Henry James, Paul Elmer
More, and Henry Dwight Sedgwick. Every university has men and
women of this type as do museums and libraries while there are numerous
private scholars who fall within this category. Most of these people
are charming and frequently they are decorative.
But however attractive such persons may be, we all, I think,
recognize a lack in them. What they lack is strength. Because they have
withdrawn from the stream of life, they have not in general developed
virility of character. In consequence they are often precious and frequently querulous. Henry Adams is the perfect example of this type.
He could never soil his hands with the dust of conflict and so he not
only kept out of the Civil War but also out of all the social movements
of the next half-century. Learned in British and American history and
in medieval art and thought, a dabbler in physics, he was after all merely
a spectator of life. For nearly forty years, he looked across at the White
House from his elegantly furnished home on Lafayette Square and lamented the times, which did not recognize his pre-eminence by making
him without toil or effort, President of the United States or at the least
Secretary of State or Ambassador to Great Britain. That this was not
done was strong proof in his mind of the distintegration both of matter
and society. With all of Adams' brilliance, there was a strong undercurrent of futility in his life of which he was uneasily aware but which
he obstinately refused to cure.
In a similar vein the chief impression which one gains from the
lives of Henry James and Logan Pearsall Smith is that of subtle but
rootless artists who, fleeing from the crudities of a vigorous country,
sought refuge in the decaying folds of the class-stratified society of
England and in the process decayed along with their environment.

In short, the pursuit of culture to the exclusion of character
gives us men who are at best fragile and at worst vicious. When the
storms of adversity beat upon them, as happens upon occasion to most
lives, they tend to go down in futility or failure. Similarly, since there
is struggle between societies, those in which men have losf the will to
sacrifice for the common goal fall before more virile and more cohesive
groups. In the testing fires of time therefore the quest for culture divorced from character does not have survival value.
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But now let us examine the other side of the shield and consider
those who have concentrated upon character to the neglect of culture. We
all know such people and in general they are somewhat unlovely and unattractive. The Puritans for example made the development of character
their self-conscious goal and believed that works of beauty were sinful
expressions of the evil spirit. Oliver Cromwell and the supporters of the
Commonwealth broke up the art collections of Charles I to the lasting
loss of England and the gain of the continent. In this country, the
Puritan influence was hostile to art and culture and has been the strongest
single influence in repressing it. For generations, it helped to freeze the
genial currents of the soul and created a society as aethetically barren as
its rocky hillsides and as emotionally cold as its winters. There are few
more repellent characters in all of American history than Cotton and
Increase Mather and Jonathan Edwards who were the high priests of
New England theology. While Puritanism helped to permeate the
country with a sense of social responsibility, for which we owe it a great
debt, it did not produce loveable or well-rounded men and women.
In a similar fashion, the Evangelical movement which spread through
Protestantism in the 19th Century helped to purify the national character,
but it was certainly adverse to the arts. Largely insensitive to beauty,
it gave us the mawkish hymns of Sankey and the fi,ery exhortations of
Moody as the corporate expression of religion. To those who believed
in the privacy of sacred emotions it was somewhat shocking to be accosted
on the street by Moody and his followers and asked if one was "saved".
To what emotional excesses and aesthetic ugliness such tendencies could
lead was well exemplified in the conduct of frontier camp meetings and
the revivalist activities of Billy Sunday and Aimie MacPherson.
In modern times with its shifting of emphasis from individual salvation to social well being, we all know the well-meaning reformers who
are so busy trying to reform society that they neglect to enrich their own
lives with beauty or to deepen them through study and contemplation.
There is nothing more exhausting than to move from one meeting to
another with no time for personal development and I sometimes believe
that one reason why those of us who have fallen into this treadmill have
so little effect upon the world about is that we communicate this feeling
of exhaustion to those we meet and give them an uneasy sense of being
devitalized.
III
The truth of the matter is that for a well-rounded and effective life
and for a strong yet attractive society we need a combination of character
and culture. For these are not competing, but rather complementary

qualities. The great and winsome characters of history have always been
men who have combined these attributes. To the student of art Michaelangelo is loved as the superb sculptor of the Moses, the bound Slaves,
the Pietas, the figures of Night and Day, Morning and Evening; as the
matchless painter who, confronted with terrific technical difficulties, poured
out his fiery genius in the breath-taking scenes and figures on the barrelshaped vault of the Sistine Chapel and who as an architect gave us the
perfectly swelling dome of St. Peters. But Michaelangelo was also
a devout Christian who despite his ties with the Medici, like Botticelli,
followed the reformer Savanarola in his efforts to purify the Church and
State. He was also the passionate Florentine patriot who, when others
fled, volunteered to help defend Florence against both Pope and Emperor
and was in charge of the fortifications of his beloved city in the terrible
siege of 1529-30. Like a sturdy soldier, he spent his days upon the
walls of Florence fighting off the imperial armies and then would steal
into the basement of San Miniato and work away at his figure of Night.
Of all our Americans, Jefferson was perhaps the most many-sided.
Author of the Declaration of Independence and the Virginia Statute of
Religious Freedom, reforming governor of Virginia, minister to France,
Secretary of State, Vice-President, founder of the Democratic Party,
leader of the popular forces in the country and one of our truly great
Presidents, Jefferson's talents were of a high order in many diverse fields.
One of the great masters of literary style, he was also a practical inventor, a student and practitioner of scientific agriculture, an acute observer of natural science, a skilled parliamentarian, an amateur musician,
and a far-seeing educational reformer. By his design and construction
of Monticello and the old campus of the University of Virginia, he so
blended the arts of architecture and landscape gardening as to give to
the world the perfect examples of elegant simplicity. Culture was an
integral part of Jefferson as was his passionate belief in the ultimate
sovereignty of the people and his political skill and organizing ability.

It is still the popular fashion to regard Lincoln as a crude and boorish
countryman who only grew into political greatness and moral nobility
during the heat and passion of the Civil War. Close students of his life
have long known that the style which flowered so perfectly in the
Gettysburg Address, the letter to Mrs. Bixby, and the Second Inaugural
was not a matter of sudden growth. From Basler's excellent collection of
Lincoln's speeches and writings we can see the early roots of his style.
The Peoria speech of 1854 against the Kansas-Nebraska Act was powerful in logic and apt in expression. The "House Divided" speech at
Springfield in 1858, the Freeport Speech of later in the same campaign,
and the Cooper Union Speech of early 1860 are all remarkable performances. The man who could write such addresses as those and the haunting
farewell to Springfield, was already a master of English style before he
stepped over the threshold of the White House. And this mastery was
largely due to study and reflection upon the two most penetrating analyses
of life, namely the Bible and the plays of Shakespeare.
In our own time and in my own city, another saint of mankind lived
amongst us in the person of Jane Addams.. Even her once bitterest critics
now recognize her for what she was, namely, the embodiment of active
and intelligent goodwill. In the fifty years she lived in our West Side,

she was the greatest force for good that my city and state has ever experienced. But she was also one of our best writers and most penetrating
thinkers. Thoroughly grounded in the literature of all countries, she absorbed these into her personal life. A student of art and architecture,
she insisted that the poor had the right to beauty as well as to bread.
An art museum, musical clubs, and drama groups were integral parts
of Hull House. Realizing the importance of handicraft, she set up an
historical museum at Hull House for the textile and other industries
which long preceded the great museums in Munich and in Jackson · Park.
Believing as she said that those persons were most cultivated who could
put "themselves in the place of the greatest numbers of persons", she
traveled frequently through all sections of the world. A cultivated citizen
of the entire globe, she was yet deeply rooted in Halsted Street and the
20th Ward. Under her, Hull House became the spiritual center, not only
of a city and a region but in one sense of the country itself.
I shall offer but one more illustration, namely, Albert Schweitzer.
One of the great organists of all time, the authority upon the life and
music of Johann Sebastian Bach, a penetrating student of philosophy
and profound theologian, Schweitzer became · acutely conscious of the
wrongs which the white race had inflicted upon the blacks. His inner
voice would not let him rest and he felt an even stronger obligation to
make a personal atonement for these sins of his race. So he studied medicine and went to the Congo to give his life as a doctor and surgeon to
the ignorant blacks of that dark continent. There he has labored for
over thirty years. In the heart of the African forest, he has become a
great doctor and a great surgeon with his skill dedicated to humanity.
And yet he is an even finer organist than ever before and no one can
listen to his playing of Bach without feeling that his unselfish life has
somehow helped him better to understand and transmit those noble
harmonies.
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These are men and women who to a supreme degree have been able
to combine culture and character. And this is worthy of note. Their
culture has been at once deeper and purer because it has grown in a
nobility of soul. Can there be any comparisons for example between the
integrated and harmonious Jefferson with his broad sympathies and the
querulous Henry Adams, devoid of human affection? Or between the
mighty Michaelangelo and the rootless members of the School of Paris?
Or between Tolstoi, seeking to live a life of self-sacrifice and the selfindulgent Pre-Raphaelites and contributors to the Yellow Book? Or between our politician-saint Lincoln and the artful poseur Disraeli? We
need not go as far as Tolstoi in maintaining that there can be no art
which is not based on morality, but surely we can say that self-sacrifice,
sympathy, love, pity, courage, and active goodwill ennoble art and give
it a meaning beyond that given by mere excellence of technical form. A
noble message is, as Van Wyck Brooks has pointed out, essential for a
noble art.
Is it not also true that those who refresh their spirits from the
fountains of culture can at once give more to their fellowmen and cause
them to desire excellence more ardently than can those whose characteristics are graceless virtue? There have been other settlement workers
as selfless as Jane Addams but none who had so much to give or whose

UIIIUIUUIUli'

, ••••&IIIIIIJlll, ll&llllll

appeal was so compelling. There have · been others besides Tolstoi and
St. Francis who have obeyed our Saviour's injunction to give up our
worldly goods and serve the humble and the disinherited, but none whose
impression on men has been so great. Just as character ennobles culture,
so does true culture make character attractive and in the best sense of the
term winsome.
Nor should we be discouraged because we personally do not have
the genius of character or of artistic ability to make of our lives the
superb successes of those whom I have mentioned. The point is that we
can make greater successes of our lives than we are doing and that by
cultivating both character and culture we can best realize our possibilities.

IV
Here again Goethe has shown us the way by reminding us that
culture is best developed in solitude but character in the stream of events.
We need quiet in which to study, to practice, to think and to create.
Neither the message nor the technique of the great masters is to be
understood amidst the blare of radios and loud speakers. To understand
and to appreciate, we need to withdraw and then humbly to examine. The
distractions of the world must be excluded before we can grasp the inner
meanings of Hamlet and M acbetli, the beauty of the Ode to a Grecian
Um and To a Skylark, the diapason of War =d Peace and the depth
of the Brot!ters Karamasov. One must strain one's attention to the utmost to get the full meaning of Michaelangelo's paintings of Creation,
of Adam and Eve, and of the Prophets and Sibyls which adorn the
ceiling of the Sistine or to appreciate the sensuous beauty of Girgione's
Venus, his Fete Champetre, or his Soldier and Gypsy. If one goes to
a concert to hear Beethoven's Fifth and Ninth Symphonies and Bach's
Brandenburg Concertos, one must be oblivious to the crowd. It is in
quiet gardens and fields that we can appreciate the infinite diversity of
the forms of life with which nature clothes the earth. It is only in peace
of spirit that the voices of the saints speak to us in the Sermon on the
Mount, the Little Flowers of St. Francis and the Journal of John Woolman.
But perhaps I should interpose a further thought at this time. Clive
Bell, the disappointed painter turned critic, maintained that culture was
primarily a matter of appreciation rather than of creation. This seems to
me to be an error. I believe instead that culture is based more upon
active work than upon passive absorption. Only if we try to create, do
we really understand the problems of design, the nature of the materials
with which one must work and the difficulties of so shaping them as to
realize our purpose. This is as true in literature as it is in physics; in
sculpture, painting, and in music as it is in wood-workng, politics, cooking, mountain climbing, and war. Those who sit in the cultural grandstand and content themselves with passing judgment upon the plays and
participants miss the real insights and lack the real thrills. Their culture
is derivative and somewhat stale, not first-hand and fresh. It is better
to be a Michaelangelo, a Masaccio, or a Daumier than a Clive Bell or a
Roger Fry. It is better to be a Beethoven than an Ernest Newmann;
and an Eisenhower than a Ralph Ingersoll. It is well for seekers after
culture to discard the leisure class interpretation of the arts and to
become instead active, even if grossly imperfect, practitioners. Schweitzer
is a greater organist because he is also a skilled organ builder.
I
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But whether one concentrates upon appreciat10n or upon creation
(and the truly cultured person will devote himself to both), each of these
approaches to culture must be largely carried out in solitude. One must
work in loneliness to create. Michaelangelo shut the society of Rome
and even of Pope Julius himself from out of the Sistine Chapel and
lilbored with intensity of spirit to create his idealized figures of beauty.
Beethoven composed his symphonies away from the hubbub of Vienna
and Emerson found sanctuary in rural Concord, not in academic Cambridge or urban Boston. The architect knows that he must spend lonely
days at his drafting board; the scientist that months and years must be
devoted to his laboratory. Darwin worked for nt;arly two decades in
the isolation of his Kentish village before he was ready to let the early
vision of evolution as revealed on Galapagos go forth to the world with
the massed proof of the Origin of Species.
So it is with all creative artists. They cannot work effectively if
the world is constantly peering over their shoulders. Michaelangelo,
as V asari tells us, was careful as he was working on his last Pieta, not
to let his shadow fall upon the stone from which he was slowly hewing
his design. For while creation must probably be personal in its origin,
it must be impersonal in its execution. No shadow of self-consciousness
or of posturing may fall upon the work itself if it is to be effective. One
cannot strike attitudes in private unless one is a consummate ass, like
Roscoe Conklin, the politician of the Gilded Age, of whom it was said
that he was the only man in America who could strut sitting down. To
protect one's work against oneself, as well as against the crowd, one must
create in quiet.
But if solitude is needed in which to develop culture, so is the stream
of events the milieu in which character must grow. It is true that moral
insights come most readily in quiet and that we can best fix the course
of our lives through contemplation and silent prayer. This is one of the
great contribution of the Quakers and of the mystics. But action is at
once the test and the developer of character. Some years ago Irving
Babbit and Paul Elmer More launched their brand of humanism with
its doctrine that the moral muscles must only be flexed in private and that
man's only public duty was to use the inner check and to refrain from
action. This negative doctrine can only produce anemic characters who
pursue a fugitive and cloistered virtue forgetful of the fact that virtue
itself must, as Milton said, run its due course and that not without dust
and heat. To be really good, one must be good for something, for virtue
like everything else must be functional.
It may be possible to be a sunshine patriot and a summer soldier
with a heart overflowing with self-proclaimed patriotism, but the real test
comes when one must advance over a terrain swept by artillery or machine gun fire or hold on doggedly when outnumbered and exposed to
ice, snow, or driving rain. That, as we say in the Marine Corps, separates
the men from the boys. In the fires of danger, hardship and discouragement, the soldier can forge courage and a steadfastness which can endure
even unto death itself.
There are also many who profess their devotion to the common
good but the test is whether they are willing to work for it; to ring
doorbells of an indifferent citizenry and to brave the opposition of the
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powerful forces of entrenched greed. He who would defend the common
good must be ready to sacrifice leisure and frequently even his own reputation. For special privilege is nearly always ready to besmirch the
good name of those who venture forth against it. Indeed I sometimes
think that the active practice of the public good requires an even higher
type of courage than that required of the combat soldier. For whereas
our military enemies seek only to destroy the body but leave the soul
unscathed and one's good name unblemished, the first efforts of political
opponents seem so often to be concentrated upon the ruining of one's
reputation and the embitterment of one's soul.
Similarly it is not hard in solitude to wish all mankind well but the
test is whether we do in fact visit the sick, feed the hungry, clothe the
naked and protect the weak. Unless we do, our protestations of virtue
are but empty words. We give verbal adherence to the idea of charity but
are we truly charitable in our judgments of and in our actions toward our
associates? Do we treat them as friendly comrades in a beloved society
or as competitive rivals whom we must elbow out of the way? Are we
in fact greedy? The test is whether we take for ourselves more than our
share of the world's goods, enjoyments, and honors. There is in fact
no ethics but social ethics-the ethics of men living kind, useful, and
unselfish lives in a common society.
And so one must end. Culture and character, solitude and society,
contempl ation and creation are all essential parts of the harmonious and
integrated personality which as it moves through time can acquire strength
and upon occasion give forth those chords of harmony which make of
such men a choir, visible and invisible, "whose music is the gladness of
the earth."

A LEASE ON LIFE
MR. THOMAS MATTHEWS

What a wonderful world this is-in spite of all we can do to deny
it! A wonderful world, in which we are, or seem to be, the most favored
tenants. Yet we are ignorant tenants, who cannot even read the terms
of our lease. Partly because those terms---some of them-are in such
fine print that we cannot decipher them, but mostly because the whole
lease is written in a language we do not understand.
But we are sure of one clause in our lease, because we have seen it
operate: the lease expires. We are not owners of the earth, but tenants.
Our lease can be cancelled, with or without notice, apparently at the whim
of the real owner.
We are not even sure of how much rent we are supposed to pay,
or when we are supposed to pay it, or how, or where. At times it would
almost seem that we are required to pay no rent at all. At any rate, it
is not clear what currency, or what form of certified check, we are expected to pay in. Sometimes it almost seems that instead of being
required to pay rent we are invited to borrow.
But, most of the time, most of us do not bother our heads much
about our status as tenants. A good deal of the time, our landlord seem1

would defend the common
frequently even his own repways ready to besmirch the
.nst it. Indeed I sometimes
;ood requires an even higher
:ombat soldier. For whereas
the body but leave the soul
l, the first efforts of political
l upon the ruining of one's
.1.
rish all mankind well but the
feed the hungry, clothe the
), our protestations of virtue
~nee to the idea of charity but
md in our actions toward our
omrades in a beloved society
,w out of the way? Are we
e for ourselves more than our
1d honors. There is in fact
J.en living kind, useful, and

10

iaracter, solitude and society,
parts of the harmonious and
ugh time can acquire strength
of harmony which make of
tose music is the gladness of

,IFE
HEWS

,ite of all we can do to deny
· seem to be, the most favored
> cannot even read the terms
-some of them-are in such
mt mostly because the whole
ierstand.
ease, because we have seen it
1ers of the earth, but tenants.
1otice, apparently at the whim
ent we are supposed to pay,
or where. At times it would
, rent at all. At any rate, it
if certified check, we are exseems that instead of being
ow.
, not bother our heads much
E the time, our landlord seem_§

to be an absentee landlord. We are dimly and occasionally aware that
He exists, or His agents, and that the day of reckoning will come, when
our account with Him will have to be settled. But the day is not marked
on our calendar. We fill our calendar with other dates.
How do we fill it? We fill our calendar, we consume our lives,
in pastimes. We disguise them under various forms and various names:
the dreadful pastime of war, the sometimes desperate pastime of work,
the often nervous pastime of pleasure. These pastimes are usually played
out in deadly earnest; they sometimes result in the death and suffering of
millioµs of human beings; men and women work themselves sick, sacrifice
their lives to their pastimes with apparently selfless devotion.
The difference between work and play is very puzzling; we have
not got it straight yet. Perhaps there is really not much difference.
In our day, we have almost come around to agreeing with children that
their playing is a very important business. They have always been quite
sincere in feeling that it was. And their serious attitude toward their
play has ludicrous but very interesting similarities to the grown-ups'
attitude toward work. We have all seen athletes performing; do they
look as if they were playing for fun?
Is success, then, just a game? Here in America, where we attach
great importance to the games of children and grown-ups alike, we are
apt to speak of life itself as a game. The great American game, which
we came all the way from Europe so that we might play undisturbed, was
the pursuit of happiness.
Why does a man take the job he does take? Why does a man do
what he does? Psychologists say: because he deeply wants to. He
pursues happiness by doing what he can do best. The happy people are
those who are doing what they are good at, and doing it well: The good
housewife, the good executive, the good foreman, the good professoryes, and perhaps also the thoroughgoing malcontent, the determined
failure. They are all working as hard as they know how at playing
the game they are best at.
But what have these pastimes, this grim pursuit of happiness, to
do with the real business of man? Let us take a look at some of the
fine print in our lease. Here are a few sentences from it:
"The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firmament showeth
his handiwork. One day telleth another, and one night certifieth another.
There is neither speech nor language, but their voices are heard among
them."
"There is neither speech nor language." This is a human way of
saying that in the world of reality, beyond our world, life speaks its
own language, and the language is not ours. We may even suspect that
our pursuit of happiness is a blind, groping attempt to echo without understanding that realer language.
How, then, shall we ever hope to read the terms of our lease?
If the terms of our lease are written, not in our human dialect, but in
the language of reality, how can we ever hope to understand them?
What that world of reality may be we can only guess at. But even
the most literal-minded of us cannot help suspecting that · reality must
be not only much larger than we can comprehend but very different from
the appearance that we see. The most ambitious attempt man can. make

is the attempt to discover reality. The glimpses of reality-or toward
reality-that we think we get, in science (and, some say, in philosophy)
are not altogether encouraging. For what we really want most is not
so much to fill in the uncharted spaces of the universe as to learn our
own place in it: to get into communication with reality-to read the terms
of our lease.
There is one human activity that consciously makes this attemptto communicate with reality. We call it religion. Like all other human
activities, it tends to become professionalized. So much so, in fact,
that those of us who are not professionals find something encouraging in
the remark-was it Baron von Hiigel's-that God is perhaps not much
interested in religion. That means, I take it, that the postoffice is of less
account than the contents of the letters. But the postoffice, for the great
majority of us at least, is necessary; where else can we post our letters
and how else can we get our mail ?
When you consider how long we have been at the business, it seems
extraordinary how inadequate our powers of communication are. The
baby's hungry yell, the young man muttering "I love you," the politician
rallying all right-thinking men, the newspaper headline screaming triumph or disaster, the poet trying to pack his personal feeling into words
-all these, together with most of the noises made by man, represent our
ceaseless efforts to get in touch with someone else, to communicate.
Because we have to make the attempt in words that are common property,
words we never made, our most intense utterances are also likely to be
the most pathetic. What human being has ever said more to any other
human being than these three words, "I love you"? And how many
countless millions of times those words have been spoken. Even the poets,
when they try to get away from love's old, sweet cliche, only embroider
-and, in embroidering, take away something from the grand design.
Remember Othello:
"Excellent wretch ! Perdition catch my soul
But I do love thee! and when I love thee not
Chaos is come again."
What girl would like to hear a declaration of love qualified by curses,
and to be told in the same breath that that love is mainly a canny insurance against chaos? But Desdemona, of course, was one in a million
-and her love-affair ended badly.
The difference between man and other, apparently less fortunate,
animals is not certainly known, because man and the animals cannot communicate very well. We can note their behavior and try to understand
its causes, but when we attribute thoughts and feelings to them we are
jumping to conclusions that we cannot prove. We can reduce a cat
to insanity or teach a seal to play My Country 'Tis of Tliee; we can
thwart or interfere with their habits and the laws of their nature; we
can learn how they behave as they do; but the central mystery of wliy
shrinks away just out of reach of our probing scalpels. They cannot
answer our questions; or, if they do, we cannot understand their answers.
We do not speak the same language. We have still to find a Basic
English for the inhabitants of earth-let alone the universe.
Nevertheless, what a long way we have come since the days when
our ancestors' conversation must have sounded like the grunts and groans
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of a wrestling match Look at the list of our improvements: dictionaries
of thousands and th~usands of words, the printing press, the radio, the
teletype, airmail. Compared to our performance a few _h undred years
ago, even a few years ago, we certainl}'. get there _faster with more words
than our grandfathers would have behe_ved po_ss1ble. And the progress
has been obvious not only in speed but m quality.
But look again at that apparent success, that apparent progress.
True, we are more articulate than the caveman, and we have tools of communication far beyond his dimmest drea~s._ . But the tools we have inve_nted are just as far beyond our own abilities to use properly, as they
nught be used. How do we use them? We use them to tell the news,
the news of what is apparently happening-~nd that news is always
contradictory: to wit, that the world is pr~gressmg by leap~ and bounds;
a~d is also going to hell. If we had wisdom to commumca_te, and ~he
wisdom to communicate it we should report the really useful mformat10n
about what is really happening: to wit, ~he actual terms of_ our lease.
That news has been published, but it has not been widely or successfully communicated• it has been swamped by the masses of useless or
contradictory news.
takes two to communicate : a speaker and a
listener. We have tried, and are still trying, to communicate with reality.
Supposing Reality has also been trying to communicate with us? If
it has, why should we suppose that Reality speaks to us in 20th Century
English? Supposing Reality, or God, !tas been talking to us, but in His
language, not ours? Religious people believe that He has, that He has
told us as much about the nature of reality as our human understanding
can grasp.
Christians believe more than that. Christians believe that God Himself has spoken to us, in our own human language, and has told us that
we are His children, whose lives are not limited to this life on earth but
immortal.
If this is true, it is the most tremendous piece of news in our human
history. But that piece of news has been so edited, retyped, revised,
scrutinized, contradicted, qualified, written off as rumor that many of
us nowadays, perhaps most of us, have come to regard that tremendous
piece of news as an old story, as mysterious and incredible as old stories
often seem.
The news is that we are not merely tenants, but heirs. Our lease
here on earth will expire, but our leasehold on the life we have been
given is eternal. If we will accept our inheritance-and who but its
Giver can know its exact nature ?-we will some day, perhaps in the
twinkling of an eye, enter reality. Then our little life, instead of bein O'
"rounded with a sleep," will be transmuted into Life itself.
b
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